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AN ORAL INTERVIEW WITH: BIRDIE WOLFE 
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DATE OF INTERVIEW: JULY 6, 1994 
Jennifer: ... on July 6, 1994. Could you speak your full name, for 
the record? 
Birdie: Birdie Frances Wolfe . 
Jennifer: Thank you . And when were you born? 
Birdie: · . [laughs] 
honest truth. 
22nd, 1924. (alright) And that's the 
Jennifer: Oh, that amazing. So that's ... well.... [laughter] And 
you are a widow, married? 
Birdie: Yes. For four, almost five years now, I've been a widow. 
I was married 30 - , 38 years, to the same man. 
Jennifer: And what was the highest level of education you 
completed? 
Birdie: I went · back and got my diploma from Huntington High 
School, then went to Century College Business School. And took a 
PBX course, and never left Owens. I did all this in my first few 
years at Owens. Never left, never wanted to leave after well, when 
I ... it was money, money was the name of the game, you know . (mmmm-
hmm) When I saw what office jobs paid, I decided I was better off 
to stay there, (mmmm-hmm) where I was making real money. 
Jennifer: Yeah. Yes, so when did you begin ... ? 
Birdie: 1943, May, 1943. 
Jennifer: Was it your firs_t job? 
Birdie: No, I worked at McCray's Dime Store for about 8 months . 
Jennifer : Yes. I think every woman back then worked at the dime 
store, it seems like. 
Birdie : It was a good job. (yeah, yeah) You worked uh, five days 
a week, from 9 to 5, you worked on Saturday from 9 to 9, and you 
·made $12 a week. And they took out a penny for each dollar for 
social security, so you drew $11.88. (11.88, mmmh, and that was a 
lot of money, then?) Well, it would support you. (yeah, well, 
yeah) But then I went to work at Owens, I was making three times 
that much. 
Jennifer: Yeah, well. So you went into the selecting department? 
(yeah) How did you hear about Owens? Why did you . . . ? 
Birdi e: MY -br.oth~r: wo;r;ked · there . . (where was he empl·oyed in the 
plant?) He was in the selecting, too . But he left there and went 
to Kansas City, Missouri. He's lived there 50 years. (wow, he 
took off) [laughing] He didn't like it as well as I did. He 
wasn't as happy as I was. But uh, I had an opportunity to leave, 
but I didn't really want to, you know. 
Jennifer: Mmm-hmm, mmm-hmm. Uh .. . did you like it as soon as you 
started? 
Birdie·: The, people were, men were gentlemen and women were women, 
you know, and everybody just did their job. 
Jennifer: Mrnmh. That's good to hear. 
Birdie: Yeah. Had no fears about that. 
Jennifer:. Unh-huh, so it was very friendly. 
Birdie: Oh, yeah, and the bosses were great. We had a plant 
manager named Macberney and he was great. (how do you spell that?) 
Probably M-a-c-b-e-r-n-e-y, that was his last name. But uh, what 
I'm saying is, a young girl didn't have to worry about being hit on 
(being used, unh-huh), unless, unless they wanted to be, which I'm 
sure there's, maybe. But uh, if you didn't want to, you didn't 
have to. 
Jennifer: When you said there were people doing things that they 
wouldn't otherwise do, during the war, how did the war affect the 
situation? 
Birdie: I think it caused people to go out, maybe, maybe through 
loneliness they went to a bar to have a drink, and they innocently 
meet someone and they ... I don't really know. (mmm-hmm) I mean, I 
can't really give you any examples that I know about. But you know 
the bars were really crowded at those, in those days, and the 
churches weren't. 
I , 
Jennif~r: Yeah. That's an interesting thing to say. 
Birdie: Really, really. (yeah) And the people were, as I say, 
doing things they would have never thought of doing. And I'm sure 
that upset a lot of lives. · I'm sure it did. (mmm-hmm, oh, yeah) 
In fact, if you ever come back, I'll get that scrapbook out and 
show you my own boyfriends that were killed, you know (yeah) . 
Three of them. (three of them, and this was common, I imagine, 
every one had their ... ) Sure. The minute they went overseas they 
were killed. (yeah) And probably I would have married any one of 
them, you know. (yeah, yeah) If things had lasted. And probably 
I wouldn't have stayed at Owens as long as the war hadn't been 
·going on. (uh - huh, yeah) But uh, yes, the war upset a lot of 
lives. 
Jennifer: Yeah. Was it that noticeable, the lack of young men 
around? Was it, or did you see a lot more women out ... working? 
Birdie: No, no, well, yeah, yeah. But it wasn't that noticeable. 
Jennifer: 
QeEf p~:r~t ion • 
Mmm-hmm. 
Y~ah. 
It's just kind of a mood, I imagine. 
Birdie: Well, most of the people working down there had to work, 
you know, they went there for the money. It wasn't a pleasure 
cruise. [laughing] (yeah) And there were a lot of couples that 
raised their children that worked down there. They worked two 
different shifts. (right) So one could be with the children all 
the time. That was a good arrangement. (mmm~hmm) 
Birdie: I hated it. Oh, Lord, I hated it. 
hours were terrible, swing 'shift, you know. 
was just a kind of miserable place to be. 
hmm) Really.hard work. (yes, I imagine) 
It was hot (yeah), the 
(yeah) And uh, it, it 
It was hard work. (mmm-
Jennifer: Uh, how long did it take before you felt comfortable 
with your job? 
Birdie: Probably ten years. [laughing] Well, I met Jim. I met 
my husband there. He was a foreman on the machine line. And I 
think that was really the reason I decided not to go. He wanted me 
to quit, he wanted me to quit, and I didn't want to, so, I decided 
to stay. (he wanted you to stay?) Oh, yeah. (why did he want you 
to quit?) He wanted me to stay home and be a housewife. (yeah) 
We didn't have any children, so I never did quit. 
Jennifer: And he could look, he could, I mean, all that extra 
income (right) and he wanted to give that up. (right) 
Jennifer: Was that an issue with you? Did you fight about that? 
Birdie: I think I wanted to maintain my independence. No, we 
didn't fight about, but I wanted to maintain my independence. 
Because that's just the way I am, you know. (yeah, yeah) I just 
didn't want to be dependent on him. (yeah, certainly) But we 
never, never mentioned it again. (really?) Except if I had a 
complaint, like you know, I'd say, oh, this happened, or that 
happened. He'd just call me say, well, you know you don't have to 
go in lthere. (yeah) End of conversation (yeah) 
Jennifer: Yeah. And that would be again, and again. 
Birdie: He got his messag~ across. So uh, I just stayed for 36 
years. I retired in 1979. 
Jennifer: So, what was that like, meeting your husband there? Was 
that romantic? (yes) Wonderful. How did you meet him? Did you 
just ... was it a social activity? 
Birdie: He walked by the lahr where I was working every day and 
· spoke to me, and then he took me out to dinner. And just, you 
know .... (dated) .... uh-huh. 
Jennifer: Unh. Was that common? 
meeting that way? 
Was · there a lot of people 
Birdie: Uh ... I think so. I think uh, well, this, by then, World 
War II had started, you know. Well, World War II started 1941, so 
it was really in full swing. (sure) And I think there was a lot 
9{_ ql;!ting tnaybe ul)., .. peqple were. doing things that they wouldn't 
have done ordinarily (uh-huh, I see). But anyway, yes, it was 
common. But it wasn't common for anyone to make a pass at you, 
like, like I hear about all this stuff now that's happening. I 
can't believe. 




Jennifer: You know, the logistics of the swing shift must have 
been horrendous. 
Birdie: It was rough on the body (yes), a shock to your system. 
But uh, as I say, you got used to that, too. And I was young; I 
was only 19 years old. And that makes a difference. (yeah) I 
wonder if I could do that now. (and the heat and the extreme ... ) 
And the cold, cold in the winter. 
Jennifer: And standing up all the time. · 
sounds tremendously labor inducive. 
(yeah) It's uh, it 
Birdie: It, it was labor, it really was. But you know, if you 
really wanted to work, and you really wanted the money, (it was 
there for you) it was there. (yeah) And you' re too young to 
remember this, but if you took an office job in those days, there 
was a dress code. (mmmmh, so you had to spend money ... ) Over half 
your money would have gone for your wardrobe. (I see) At Owens 
you could wear j.ust about ... (you didn't have any kind of code or 
dress ... ?), no, I never wore slacks. (inh...-huh) Or blue jeans, 
because of the kind of family I was with, raised that way, but uh, 
until it became stylish, when pantsuits came in, you're probably 
too young to remember that, too. (yeah) But that's when I started 
wearing slacks, when pantsuits really got stylish. There were 
women who worked in them, some just wore the slacks, you know. But 
they didn't dress up. (no, you didn't have to) You didn't wear 
'em out. (no) Hey, you didn't. (no, no) This sounds funny, but 
you dicln't. (yeah, yeah) Now, you can dress up in anything you 
want tch. 
Jennifer: You can wear just about anything. Just about anything. 
Just about anything . You can find just about anything in the 
clothes stores, too. (right) Mmmh. So, what was it like when the 
war ended, and men came back to, I mean, I'm sure a lot of men came 
back and got their jobs back from ... ? 
Birdie: Oh, yeah, they held their jobs for 'em and uh, everything 
leveled off. It was very peaceful. 
Jennifer: Yeah. I bet it was a time of great happiness. 
·Mmmh. 
(yeah) 
Birdie: Both of my brothers, my older brothers, were in the war. 
(mmm-hmm) They came back. They, both of them, didn't work at 
Owens. And then my two younger brothers enlisted, because they 
wanted to be like the older boys, so they both spent four 
years .... (mmmh, yeah) ... in the service. 
Jennifer: Goodness. Yeah. 
.. . . 
Birdie: All of them in the Navy. (in the Navy, unh?) 
Jennifer: 
make ... ? 
So, did you have a lot of friends at the plant? 
(yeah) How quickly did that begin? 
Did you 
Birdie: Oh, you were just instant friends, you know, because you 
had a lot in common. (yeah) But I never did do too much with 'em, 
you know. 
Jennifer: Mmm-hmm. There was a lot of activities going on. (oh, 
yeah) So you're saying you weren't as heavily involved in that. 
Birdie: Well ', like, you know, they'd have beautiful dinners, there 
was such. a different ... there was, I started to say there's a 
difference now · [laughing], but since there isn't any plant now, 
there was such a difference when they closed, because they used to 
have whit:e linen cloths on the table and real dishes and 
silverware, you know, and (yeah) had people to cook it, people to 
serve it. (yeah) I mean, a dinner, and they had every holiday. 
Like Thanksgiving and Easter, they had a dance the night before, 
you know. (mmmh) And it was all done first class. Then all of 
a sudden, I think someone, I think someone got an idea they could 
pocket that money (.but they didn't have [inaudible] 
right, 'cause it all changed. 
Jennifer: Were. you there when it all changed, or was it after you 
left? 
Birdie: Well, I was there, but I wasn't going to anything, because 
by then Jim had retired, and so, I had to work three years after he 
retired, 'cause he was older than I was. (mmm-hmm) And uh, so I 
just kind of dropped out of everything . 
Jennifer: And that was all sponsored by ... where did that money 
come from? 
Birdie~ , From I guess, from Owens, yeah. 
i 
Jennifer: That's a lot of money. They were making so much money. 
They were so incredibly successful there, 
Birdie: Yeah, the glass business was a good business. 
That was before so much plastic, you know. 
Jennifer: Yes, before so many ma~hines 
(yeah) 
Birdie: Oh, yeah, and everything was slower. They had a lot of, 
see, that was before automation, too. (right, that's what I mean) 
And they just moved automation in a little bit at a time. I wasn't 
·back in there, see, I've been retired 15 years. (mmm-hmm) But I 
wasn't back in there, but they tell me it was really automatic. 
Jennifer: Yes. Almost every, every department felt it. (oh, 
yeah, every place) Yeah, sure. And it was a little bit at a time, 
too. (yeah) So, what did you talk about with the other women? On 
the lahrs. How did you amuse yourselves? Family? 
Birdie: Mostly family. (did you have time to talk while you 
worked?) When we- fiFst went: the:):;e, there came a time we didn't. 
(mmm-hmm) . I know a man . came here to sell us some insurance once. 
And uh, I've never been so insulted. He,·he said something .. . I 
can't remember exactly what he said, but he said, when I said 
something about how long Jim at been at the plant, because Jim had 
worked there much longer than I had, and he said, uh, "What kind 
of, what kind of a mind would a man have that made bottles for 30-
some years," or something to that effect. (he· said that to you?) 
Yes, he said that to me. And I said, "Well, how about you? 
anyWay, when you're making bottles, at least you have to make 'em 
perfect. You . know, · the customer won't have 'em. (yeah, that's 
true) - So that man never came back. I never saw him again, 'cause 
he sure didn'~ sell us anything. 
Jennifer: Yeah, really, he must not really wanted to sell you any 
policy. That's uh, that's amazing. Yeah, well, there's a lot of 
weird attitudes toward blue collar, I mean, you would classify that 
as a blue collar labor. 
Birdie: Oh, yes, of course, indeed. 
Jennifer: 'Cause there's that kind of a, I mean, 'cause it was 
very good wages, very high pay. 
· Birdie: But you'd be surprised at the people that wished later 
they would, because t knew a woman at the, of course, you're too 
young to remember the Huntington Dry Goods·they called it, but it 
was as old as I was. I think, I believe when it went uh, when it 
closed down, I think they said it started up the year I was born 
(mmmh), as well as I can remember (mmm - hmm). But anyway, this one 
woman who was working there, when all of us girls would do our 
shopping, you know, on payday, we had a ball shopping (yes). And 
she said, "Oh, I wish I had done something." She said, "Do you 
know ihey didn't even give us a pension at the Huntington Store?" 
So, when it shut down, they were out. (period) Of course, she 
could probably draw social security, but that would be (that would 
be it) 1no uh, shares or nothing, you know. 
i 
Jennifer: Yeah, yeah, yeah. I think it's a good idea that plant 
workers like have a share. It should be mandatory. (sure) 
Birdie: If you want to, you can make anything work. 
Jennifer: If you're, if you've invested in it, yeah. 
Birdie: Yeah. 
Jennifer: I think so, too. Did Owens give that option of buying 
into the company? 
Birdie: Oh, yeah, oh, yeah. 
sure did. 
(did that happen a lot?) Yeah, it 
Jennifer: And that was lucrative for people? (yeah) So, how did 
you .... tell me about changes? I mean, we're talking about 
automation and kind of a cheapening of the things provided for the 
workers by the management. Do you know of any other changes you 
observed throughout the years? 
··-· .. -·-
Birdie: Well, the, the insurance and hospitalization of course, 
just deteriorated. Yeah ... (so they started out ... ) Oh, my, when 
I first went there, they had a gre-, it was Aetna. They had great 
insurance plan. If you were off, if you had to be off, your bills 
were paid and you drew so much a week. And then when I retired, 
they turned out insurance over to ... Florida had a retiree trust . 
And right today, I have to meet a $2200 deductible to get them to 
pay anything. (every year, or ... ?) Every time you have surgery, 
[laughing] You don't know anything about making bottles. (yeah) 
All you know is to make out an insurance form and collect a check. 
What else do you know?" He kind of left in a huff. He was a 
little bit mad. (oh, I would have told him the same thing) But I 
said what other; what else do you do? (yeah) Are you running for 
president or something, you know. (what are you making) Yeah, I 
did. But I said, "But we all just go on our little " 
Jennifer: Yeah, we can't all do everything. 
Birdie: No, we can't. And Jim was a very good foreman, from what 
I can hear. I wasn't on that, in that department, but from what I 
can hear, he was. (was he on the hot end?) Yeah, what they called 
the hot end. Opal's husband worked there, too, by the way. Opal 
was a LeGrand then. Did she tell you she was married ... 
Jennifer: Three times. · 
Birdie: LeGrand. That old LeGrand was the sweetest thing I ever 
met. Her husband . . . and she uh, but anyway, the men made the 
bottles and we packed 'em. I mean, but we did other things, like 
you know .... Well, for one thing, keeping your house up is a big 
job. (certainly) And then we had activities outside the plant, 
you know. Jim played golf and different things. But people always 
did make me mad when they turned up their nose at plant people. 
'Cause they have no idea. They had no idea about plant people. 
(mmm- hmm) 'Cause I told you, so many of 'em had children, they 
loved their children, they wanted [inaudible-both talking at once] 
I 
And maybe they worked 2, a man and a wife that had some sense, of 
course, a lot of 'em didn't have, [laughing], but they worked two 
different shifts, so one of 'em could be home when the kids came 
home all the time. And that's hard on a couple, [both talking at 
once-inaudible] 
Now, there was a couple that had no life. (yes) Other than to cut 
the ,grass or do the laundry and go to the market and feed the kids, 
you 'know. (yeah, yeah) kids turned out well . They' re all 
grown now (right), you know. (right) So uh, I just don't think 
you should criticize people for wh~t they do. (certainly not) And 
now, someone who runs a computer just pushes a button and sits 
·there all day. I had a friend, she worked at Superior Cadillac, 
and uh, so when she retired, her niece, she got her niece in down 
there, (mmmh), so she said, Aunt Mavis, why don't you come back and 
do the payroll. And Mavis said the reason no one wanted to do it, 
all you do is sit there and watch the computer, you know. (yeah) 
And she said, it's fine with me, if they want to pay me, you know. 
(yeah, yeal;l) 
Jennifer: It's a little bit frightening, because, yeah, computers 
. auf:e very :rnych;: yoll juEJt PW=?h -tl:le l:ni.tton, you . g-et t(L the point you 
don;t have to be an accountant, you don't have to be able to add, 
[laughing] (that's right), and now, a lot of people are frightened 
of computers and (yeah) and they don't understand how easy they 
are. But, I fear for an even more of a descaling you know, work 
force, when computers become 
Birdie: This is sad. And most of 'em can't tell time by a watch 
like this. They have to have a ... (digital) digital watch. But 
6 
we, we elected him knowing that, that therefore, it should no 
longer be an issue . (right') . And here he has like, $3 million 
dollars in debt that he can't begin to pay, because (that's right), 
I don't think that's right at all. 
Birdie: If you ' really want to know what I think is one of the 
biggest beefs, he has a brilliant wife, she's a lady (yes, yeah). 
And it's the first time in the White House for a long time have we 
had that. (mmm-hmm, sure) Probably Rosalyn Carter was a lady, but 
I don't know how smart she was. (yeah, yeah, not like Hillary) Not 
like Hillary, she's just a brilliant woman. (yeah) So she made 
some profit. I made profit myself through our married life (mmm-
hmm) . I made little deals and made money, but there certainly 
wasn't anything crooked about it. (no, no, no) In fact, Jim 
always applauded 'me for it; he thought that was real clever. 
(yeah, sure) So uh, that's because I bought some lots a couple of 
times, you know, without· him knowing. And we tripled-, we decided 
to sell 'em, so we tripled our money. (sure, that's great) And 
uh, what's wrong with a man having a wife who can think. We're 
supposed to think. And I think that's one of the biggest problems. 
Jennifer: It's a big one. And the fact that he's from Arkansas, 
you know, that he's from Appalachia. (yeah) 
Birdie: Is Arkansas right next to West Virginia?! 
[laughing] 
( I know) 
Jennifer: We can, we can comfort ourselves looking at Arkansas as 
the only ones, the only other state 
Birdie: Well, I love the way they swept all the scandal about 
Reagan and Bush and North, under the rug. 
Jennifer: That's classified. Well, they were trying to run the 
country. 
Birdie: Oh, yeah. And now, North's gonna be a senator 
representing Virginia. That, that goes back to what I said, mush 
for brains, there's something wrong. (yeah, yes, absolutely) 
,Jennifer: Anyway .... 
Birdie: Of course, I'm sure we have a lot of them in there 
that's ... reputation equal to his. But, I just couldn't believe the 
people elected him. 
Jennifer: Did they elect him? Is that final? 
Birdie: Well, he'll run against a republican or a democrat, but 
ohl yeah. (but he made it in the primary} Oh; yt==ah; hE= made it in 
that . party I sure did . . . {after· being convicted, practically, of 
lying to the Senate) . That's a deep subject, I' 11 tell you. Maybe 
we could write a book, everybody else is. 
Jennifer: 
[laughing] 
Seems to be. Seems to be. 
Nobody reads .... 
But nobody's reading. 
Birdie: I'm not, I'm not buying their trash, because I don't want 
or whatever. (oh, my goodness) Yeah, every year, yeah, that'd be 
· every year. So, I had surgery in '79, when I quit, and Aetna paid 
for most of that, because I hadn't really quit; I was just gettin' 
ready to. (mmm-hmm) Then in '85, I had surgery again on my colon 
(mmmh), had to pay 20% of that doctor bill out of my own pocket. 
In '90-, '90 I had open heart surgery (oh, my goodness) and had to 
pay 20% of that. (which must have been a lot of money) You better 
have some_ money saved. (yeah) You better have some money saved 
when you retire. · (yeah, absolutely, it's frightening) But I 
understand they' re not the only ones who did that. In all 
fairness .... 
Jennifer: Now, are you talking about that after you retire that 
you insurance wasn't . as good, or ... ? 
· Birdie: Yeah. I think everybody's doing that, aren't they? 
(yeah) And even people· who are working, they don't have such a 
good ... 
Jennifer: Oh, gosh, yeah, see, that's the thing. Neither do .... 
Birdie: And it costs them an arm and a leg . (mmm-hmm) 
Jennifer: And you're not covered hardly for anything. (that's 
right) And they don't want to give you .. . it's not full coverage . 
You know, you can be working in a place and uh, they can deny you. 
(that's right) Everi if you're perfectly willing to pay into the 
fund. 
Birdie: And would you just please tell me why Clinton has so many 
critics? If it's such a good plan, and everybody's so happy, then 
why do we need to change? (mmm - hmm) I mean, I think the American 
people have mush for brains,· that's my version. I'm giving 
you my version. (yeah) Because I think somebody, some 
people have mush for brains, when they won't even let a president 
try. , . .. 
'·, 
Jennifer : That's right, make a reform, which is for the people. 
You know, this is . . . it's getting ... I mean, you think a person would 
understand the way the doctors and insurance companies are so 
-angered and frightened by it, one would think, "This must be in my 
favor." 
Birdie : 
But no . (it's a shame, because it's got to be done) It's got to be 
done. 
Jennifer: Something's got to happen . It's ridiculous. 
becoming a laughingstock because of it . 
We're 
Birdie : But I .. -.I've been voting for many years, and I have never 
seen a president . ridiculed like this one. ( I know.) They've 
always made jokes, you know. (yeah) But this is pathe-, and, the 
things that they're dwelling on, has nothing to do with him running 
the country. 
Jennifer: No, no. And you know, like the things that come up, 
like the different scandals with the different women and whatever, 
to know about it, you know. I don't want to hear their lies. And 
I;m not gonna add to their profit. That's what they're doing, 
that's . the reason they're doing it. 
Jennifer: Certainly. I'm trying to get us back to Owens. 
· [laughter] So you worked, did you ... as a selecting, the whole 
time, or did you go up to quality inspector .... 
Birdie: tell you anything about our fight for better 
jobs. (yes) Well, I was in on that, too. (were you now?) Yes 
(okay, tell me about it). Yes, yes, see, at one time the men had 
all the easy jobs and like quality inspector and crew leading, 
where they just ... you know.... And so when we finally did gain 
our rights, yes,. I worked quality inspector for the past I think 
for the last uh ... oh, gosh ... 12 years maybe, or 15 years of my stay 
· there. I was a quality inspector. Which was a good job. (mmm-
hmm) Easy ... (mmm-hmm) and good money, real good money. (mmm-hmm) 
Jennifer: What was· that like, the period when Opal was filing her 
suit? What was that like? 
Birdie: There again, I felt sorry for Opal, because I knew why she 
was doing it. I knew she was going it ... she opened the door for me 
(mmm-hmm) and many other women. And the girls on her shift turned 
on her (mmmh), gave her a real hard time .. But I always admired 
Opal. (yeah, yeah) She is a real person . (certainly, certainly) 
Jennifer: Why do you think the women turned on her like that? 
I 
Birdie: They'd do the same thing today, in any other field. 
(yeah, I mean, I know ... ) Wait 'til you go to work and watch, 
watch your back, because your best friend will take your job. 
(yeah) That's the reason. (yeah) They couldn't see the forest 
for the trees. I never did understand it. (yeah) Because she was 
opening up doors for us. (mmm-hmm, absolutely) They had 
better ... (so she never even really benefitted from the suit) no, 
not 'really. ( I mean .... ) 
Jennifer: She made the statement to me that she didn't hardly at 
all. 
Birdie: Well, she didn't really. But see, they pulled this little 
caper. Like uh, a woman on the lahr, they knew new defects, you 
knew good bottles from bad bottles (right) . So they had a man 
inspecting. So he needed help. So they'd pull a woman, an older 
woman, off of the lahr, (mmm-hmm) , . put her side by side with that 
man, helping him, but she made 10 or 15 or 20 cents less on the 
hour than he did. (right) So Opal got that fixed. (yeah) To 
where we got paid for the job we did. (mmm-hmm, and you could have 
whatever je>byo'-! '.qualifi@d for) Ri§fht:. Right. 
Jennifer: Yes, it was a historical suit. It was the first of it's 
kind, pretty much. 
Birdie: It sure was. (anyway ... ) And I guess, just me and maybe 
a few others could realize it, because as I said, some of 'em 
couldn't see the forest for the trees. (yeah) · But I knew what she 
was doing. (yeah) And see, even with my fight, of course I did 
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have many, many fights, uh, after I fought, and the, like a job 
· would come up . on my shift·, which I wanted to stay on my shift 
because Jim was there. An older, two older women had more sen- , 
had more year s than I did, who had never been in a fight, never 
opened their mouths in front of the foreman, both of them got 
quality jobs before I did. (mmmh) That was okay. (mmmmh) That 
was· fine. 
Jennifer: What do you mean by fights? What kind of fights did you 
have? Struggles? 
Birdie: Well, I uh, just when I uh, I bid on a quality job and I 
got it, (mmm-hmm), and then one of the men went to the union and 
complained, because he just didn't want to see me on that job. And 
I walked in one morning and they took me off of it. So, of course, 
I sued 'em and got ·an arbitration case in Georgia. (did you, wow) 
I had to fly to Georgia.• 
Jennifer: How 4id you do that? What kind of channels do you go 
through? 
Birdie: I wrote the president of the international (the union, 
yeah), a letter. 
Jennifer: That's ridiculous, going to the union to displace 
another worker like that, you know ... that must have hurt. 
Birdie :1 , Well, I took a ·pen, a pen and a typewriter and just beat 
'em to ideath. [laughs] (yeah) Didn't say a word in the plant, 
didn't swear an oath (yeah), just held my head up and walked by 
'em, and did all my fighting And Mr. McCluskey was 
president of the international (mmm-hmm), and he wrote me and said, 
"you'll have your day in c;:oU:rt," and so, that's where, in Georgia. 
(In Georgia) At the Air Host Inn. 
Jennifer: So, did you have to go with, did anyone else here go? 
Birdie: Well, Jim went with me . [laughing . 
Jennifer: What'd he think of all that? 
Birdie: Just got him a bottle and had a few drinks and enjoyed 
every bit of it. [laughter] 
Jennifer: I always thought it was remarkable, I've been told about 
the way men were sent to do selecting in different towns when .... 
Birdie: Well, now see, finally, I had two friends right now that 
finally got that door opened for 'em and (oh, really?) 
Jenri1£er: 
Birdie: Oh, yeah, they went on complaints and made good money, and 
did it as well as the meh. Oh, yeah, the men were the only ones 
qualified to go out of town, at one time. 
Jennifer : Sure. Even though they don't do that job, they weren't 
even •... (they worked on the lahr) ... right. And what did you call 
that? Uh ... I seem to be hearing a term for that, that going off 
like that. Complaint? 
Birdie: Well ', like uh, well, see, they made bottles for everybody. 
(right) They made a lot of whiskey bottles like for Shindley, or 
you'd name it, any ·whiskey uh, company. And then we made a lot of 
pharmaceuticals. (mmm- hmm) Medicine bottles . . If too many bad 
bottles. was shipped to the customer, they would send back a 
complaint ·. And here' d be all this ware stacked up in their 
warehouse, with a hold ticket on it, 'til where they couldn't use 
it until someone came. So then, that's when they would send 
people, to see how bad it was. (mmm - hmm, see if it needed to be 
scrapped or ... ) right. And after they got, I must say, after they 
got their female quality inspectors, their complaints went up 
considerably. But they would never admit that . (really? yeah, 
· that's interesting) 'Cause we did our job. 
Jennifer : What did you feel the most, the most heat, in terms of 
these struggles for gender equality? Did you feel it more for 
management, or from the other workers, the male workers? 
Birdie: The male workers, of course. (male workers? yeah) 
Jennifer: 
from . .. ? 
Oh, well . Probably because they had more to lose 
Birdie: Of course. I, I wasn't back in there, but I understand 
the me~ ,finally had to go on the lahrs . You know, that wouldn't be 
the ol~er men, but the newer men they hired, had to start out 
packing bottles, which went against the grain (yeah) . 'Cause 
that's not a good job. (yeah, right) 
Jennifer: Yes, they were excused from that for so many years, 
because they were, for one reason or another ... 
Birdie: Just, they put the males on quality and crew leading . 
Jennifer: Is that where, I mean, is that, if you were a male 
coming in, they'd start you out like where? If you didn't have any 
other kind of like maintenance experience or ... ? 
Birdie: Well, they might stack cartons for awhile, but then they'd 
work up to inspector or ... 
Jennifer: So, were you active in the union? 
Birdie: No . (no) 
Jennifer: Did you agree with the unions being separated . .. male and 
. f ~mc3..l$? . 
Birdie: _ They, well, they were ... see, they merged (yeah) 
it really didn't matter, because at the time, they were separated, 
you know, it, that was the way it was. We accepted it. (mmm-hmm) 
So, then, finally, wh~n national finally got together and merged, 
it was about the same. (mmm-hmm) 
Jennifer: So, why do you think the plant closed? 
Birdie·: I .think probably it was too expensive to run. (mmmh) I 
think they can go some place else and get cheaper help. (mmmh) 
Because I understand they were making much more money than they 
were when I · quit. And uh, so prob-, didn't you hear that 
they ... now, I don't know if this was true or not, they were 
supposed to have started a plant in Poland. (I've heard that) 
Well, what does that tell you? (yeah, yeah) 
Jennifer: Uh, 'cause I've heard lots of reasons for why the plant 
closed. You know, everyone has a reason. 
Birdie: Well, see, being gone 15 years and out of it, I really 
couldn't say. And then looking around at the way everything else 
is going down, it was almost (predictable), predictable and just 
written in you know, just written really, 
'cause Houdaille went down years ago, (who?) Houdaille Hershey, 
that made the c .ar parts,· the plant right below . (yes, and do you 
know how to spell that first name?) No. I could look it up for 
you. I can get, I think it's Haudiea, I can get an old phone book 
and look it up. (I've heard that so many times, I've no clue) 
Let's see, oh, gosh, it shut down years ago. (minmm-hmm) I guess 
the Nickel plants the only one that's really (and the BASF?), well, 
but see, they sold out. Didn't the Germans buy that? (I don't 
know) See, that used to be called the Ultra-Marine. (right) And 
that was run by Americans. But they had a strike. Don't you 
remember, weren't you down here when they had a strike? I'm not 
g'onna tell you for sure, because I don't know. But I think 
somebod,y, else bought it . (mmm-hmm) And maybe it's runned by 
Americans, I don't know. (pause) But with everybody ... let's see 
the Huntington store and you know all these little places, Kay 
Jeweler you know. I mean just makes sense that they would shut 
down. Let me see if it is in this book. (Alright) (pause) This 
one may not be old enough. · (pause, looking in the book) Either 
I'm not spelling it right or this book is to new. I honestly can't 
remember when it went down. 
i . 
Jennifer: Well, we'll find it somewhere. 
Birdie: I might have an older book in the basement. There is 
Do you know Rick _____ ? 
Jennifer: No, heard of him. 
Birdie: He was in the House of Delegates. 
quit. His mother works down at the hospital. 
blow to Huntington. 
Nice person but he 
But that was a big 
Jennifer: Mmm-hmm. A big manufacturer of automobile parts or . . ? 
.Bi-rdi.e : . _Bul'.Ilpers '. .. 
Jennifer; Bumpers? 
Birdie: Mostly bumpers, I think. I don't know any other way you'd 
spell it. I think it was H-o-u. 
Jennifer: Well, I'll just do digging in the library and find it. 
(laughter) 
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Jennifer: I didn't think to ask her. 
Birdie: I don't really honestly know. You know so many of them 
are gone now 'in death. Especially the ones that was there when I 
was there. In fact I can't think of a foreman that's still living. 
Jennifer: Goodness. 
Birdie: Isn't that awful? 
Jennifer : Yeah. 
Birdie: But a .. Opal should be able to think of somebody. 
Jennifer: I may have to ask her. 
Birdie: Now there is a Phil Shafer .. (yeah) .. goes out to church and 
he works in the office though. But he was gone for a while, they 
sent him to Florida. And I swear he hadn't been back here a year 
when they announced they were going to shut this plant down. 
Jennifer: Hmmm. Yeah . 
Birdie: But I think they are going to plac~ him someplace. Cause 
up there he a . . 
Jennifer: Yeah . He spoke to us of our .. he gave us names and gave 
us a tour of the plant. You know it was real nice. But he's been 
a .. hav~n't been able to interview him for some reason. We haven't 
had that worked out. So have you been involved in the Reti r ees 
Association. 
Birdie: Just every now and . then I go down when they meet . 
Jennifer: Yeah. 
Birdie: Just to see a few of them and talk. (yeah) It's nice to 
see them once in a while you know. But there's a few that live out 
here too. There's Freeda Smi th lives over on East ___ And Ruth 
Mccallister lives across the street from her . She's retired from 
there, her husband worked there. And a .. right now that's all I 
know of. Maxine Perry lives here on Pea Ridge. (yeah) Now she 
was active in the union, but I don't know her. 
Jennifer: Yes. I spoke to her. 
people .. (really) .. last semester. 
think. 
She was interviewed by some 
But she's been out of town, I 




the next 20 
Yeah; she was a active.. So, where do you see 
going? You know we talked about the decline of 
what do you think is going to happen to this city in 
years .. 30 years? 
Birdie: I wish I could tell you. (laughter) 
Jennifer: Yeah. (laughter) 
Birdie: Or I can run down .. in a little bit I'll go downstairs and 
look for an older phone book. I don't even know what year this one 
is but· I know it's really old. 
Jennifer: So what would you say was the political orientation of 
most of the workers down there at Owens? 
Birdie: It's hard .. it's really hard to say. It's really hard to 
say. Because .. well you know it wasn't discussed a whole lot. That 
· would be really hard to say. I know Opal was real active in 
politics. We were on the same side of the fence where that was 
[inaudible] . (laughter) 
Jennifer: Yeah. 
Birdie: Oh everybody she worked for, she w9rked so hard·you know. 
Jennifer: Yeah, yeah. 
Birdie: So I don't know. We had some good bosses down there. 
They always brought these big bosses in from out of town though. 
And I always wondered why they didn't promote their own people. 
Jennifer: 
management? 
Yes. Where did these people come from, the big 
Birdie: All over, like Toledo .. as you know that is the main 
off ice .1 , And a .. just different places . So a .. 
I 
Jennifer: Must have been nice meeting lots of new people, people 
from different places? 
Birdie: Yeah . 
Jennifer: New blood. 
Birdie: But I always wondered, I knew they had people in the plant 
but really knew the place from A to Z and I always wondered why 
they didn't promote one of them t~e plant manager. They knew the 
people, they knew the machines .. 
Jennifer: And if they needed education, they funded people's 
education. 
Birdie: They sure did. They sure did that too. So maybe it was 
somebody's dad or uncle or somebody you know. 
Jennifer: 
credentials 
like to ask 
all in this 
(laughter) Or someone from more impeccable academic 
or (yeah) who knows. That is one question that I'd 
but I haven't been able to tall( to any management at 
study so far. 
Birdie: You haven't? 
Jennifer: Not any higher management. 
Birdie: Did Opal give you any names? 
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Birdie: If I could tell you that, I would be famous wouldn't I? 
Jennifer: 
you. 
Yeah, well you'd be an asset if they would listen to 
Birdie: Well, since I was born and raised her, of course I would 
love to see you know grow. But a .. I really don't know. (yeah) I 
just don't know what to tell you about that. 
Jennifer: Yeah. Well, anything else 
mentioned .. anything that I haven't covered? 
Birdie: No. 
I'm not .. I haven't 
(laughter) 
Jennifer: So you'd say that your years at Owens were good ones? 
(laughter) 
Birdie: Well, yes. I stayed because I wanted to. And it was a 
good living. And see I left out the part .. but I went there with 
dependents. 
Jennifer: What's that mean? 
Birdie: My sister and I had to support my mother and my two little 
brothers. (Ah) As I told you before the war took my two older 
brothers who was supporting the family. (right) My two older 
sisters got married. So that left me and my sister Beulah. So we 
supported my two brothers .. little brothers and my mother until she 
died. iMy mother had cancer. She died in 47. So then the baby 
brother went next door. My sister lived next door here. We didn't 
live here then, we lived downtown of course. They finished raising 
him and sent him to high school. And that's when my brother Jimmy 
went into the Navy. So he was 16. He waited about a year. But of 
course I stayed there because that's what I wanted was a living and 
it was a good living. And I did go to business school and I did 
thi~k about getting a better job but then I just didn't. 
Jennifer: Well there is all that money being offered to you for 
something that you .. (right) .. familiar with and that your husband 
worked right there that would be difficult to change your life 
·around that situation. 
Birdie: And we gave away a lot of money yoµ know. We supported a 
lot of people down through the 38 years, I'm sure you know that. 
(laughter) 
Jennifer: (laughter) Everybody. 
Birdie: So it's wasn't like we just made all that money and piled 
it up and kept it for ourselves., (laughter) .. there was always 
someone needer .. (yeah, yeah) .. that needed something worse than we 
did so . . Yes, it .was a good living. 
Jennifer: Yeah. Well thank you for talking to me today. 
Birdie: Well, it's been a pleasure. 
